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A

Between July 11 and July 14, 1991 the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,

Memphis District, provided equipment, support personnel, and a staff

archaeologist (Mr. Jimmy McNeil) to help search for a Navy cannon lost in

1942.

The cannon stood in the Columbia/Belmont State Park near the bluff edge.

Due to an exceptionally wet spring and rising river a large portion of the

bluff (and park) slumped into the river. The cannon was on the slide area.

Mr. Charles Roberts of Clinton, Ky., had researched the cannon's

location. Mr. Charles and local Judge Pruitt asked the Corps' help in

locating the cannon.

The cannon was not found.
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Introduction

In 1862, the Confederate fort at Columbus, Kentucky (Map #1) was the

heaviest armed fort in the world (Muscovalley personal communication). One of

the pieces of armament was a Navy, 32 pound, cannon weighing 7500 pounds

(photo #W). When the Confederates left the fort this and several other

cannons were left behind.

Belmont battlefield was directly across the River (Map #2). Eventually,

in the late 1930's, the cannon was moved into the park area. Its carriage was

restored by CCC workers (Roberts PC).

The Spring of 1942 was exceptionally wet. May was the wettest month on

record. The excessive rain, the swollen Mississippi River, and below water

bank erosion caused a large portion of the river bluff, at the fort site, to

slide into the river (Roberts PC). The bluff surface gave way about 300 feet

behind top bank. The cannon sat on this area (Map #3).

Oral tradition has it that when the large mass of bluff slid and hit the

water a huge wave was pushed to the Missouri side of the River. Mr. Roberts

states that informants indicated that after the slide the cannon (on its

carriage) still remained upright and in place. People supposedly could look

down onto the cannon from the bluff top and climb up to it from the river

edge. Sometime leer a second slumpage occurred (behind the first one) and

either covered the cannon or knocked it off its mount. No one seems to know

which (Roberts PC).

With the advent of World War II most local peoples' attention was turned

away from the fate of the cannon and toward the war effort. Thus, the

cannon's resting place was neglected and soon forgotten. Today very few

I
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people that saw the cannon in place, after the slide, remain alive. Today

only the very general location of where the cannon fell is known.

Mr. Charles Roberts of Clinton, Kentucky has spent several years

searching for the cannon's location. Mr. Roberts, using 1941 and 1950 aerial

photographs, determined (by triangulation) where the cannon was in 1941 and

the same position in 1950. Then using known points on both aerial photos, and

the actual ground surface, he determined, by triangulation, where the cannon

should rest today.

The Corps of Engineers, Memphis District, was grading the River bank in

early July. Preparations were being made to put down concrete mats and

revetment to stop erosion in this area. Mr. Roberts took the initiative to

ask the Corps employees about using some of the equipment to look for the

cannon. With aid from the Honorable Judge Pruitt, Mr. Roberts was eventually

able to obtain equipment, personnel, and a Memphis District Corps

Archaeologist to aid in his research.

Previous Cultural Resources Survey

In late July 1976, Commonwealth and Associates, of Carbondale, Illinois,

conducted an intensive survey of a 2500 feet long by 150 feet wide corridor a

the base of the park. This was for cultural resources clearance for the rip-

rap project just now being completed. The results of the survey indicated

materials along the right-of-way. However, the materials were out of context

and the area severely eroded and redeposited. No further cultural resources

work was recommended.

6
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The Roberts Plan

Mr. Roberts had determined (through triaagulation) the possible location

of the cannon (Appendix 1, pp 1-4). His plan was to excavate backhoe

trenches, parallel to the river, in the location where he thought the cannon

had come to rest (Appendix 1, pp 5-7). He proposed digging eleven parallel

trenches; each to a length of up to 175 feet. Depth was to depend on factors

such as soil types encountered, depth of water, etc. Each trench was to be

back filled with the soil from the next trench. His plan was revised and

accepted by the Kentucky Department of Parks (Appendix 2).

In actuality, the work did not proceed exactly as planned because of

soil types encountered near the River. Four trenches were dug within 150

feet of the river's edge. Trench A was approximately 75 feet long and

reached a depth of over 13 feet. However, the trench was dug after a

bulldozer had removed the top 5-8 feet of material giving an actual depth from

ground surface of over 18 feet. Mostly gravel was encountered in this trench.

Trench B was approximately 150 feet long, just over 13 feet deep and graded

from gravel on the North end, through red clay, to white clay on the South

end. Trenches C and D were actually single holes (not really trenches) 20

feet apart and about 10 feet from the water's edge. Both reached a depth of

approximately 13 feet, contained clay (river silt), and were constantly filled

with water. Trench E was approximately 200 feet long, reached a depth of 14.5

feet. The North end consisted of river clay and graded to a white-yellow clay

at the South end. Trench F was approximately 175 feet long and reached a

depth of 20.5 feet at the South end but only slightly over 13 feet at the

North end. The North end was silty mud over gravel, the central area was

gravel, and the South end was red clay. Trench G was a hole that reached a

7
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depth of 13 feet and consisted of loess. Trench N was located at the tree

line and was approximately 6 feet below ground level, thr backhoe drug down

another 13 feet; the soils consisted of loess and red sand. Holes H, I, J, K,

L, and M are in the woods. Drawing #1 shows their arrangements, associations

to each other, depth, and soils found in them. No artifacts of any type were

found within any of the trenches or holes.

The drastic changes in soil types from trench to trench indicates both

heavy slumpage from the river bank and heavy, uneven erosion by the river over

a long period of time.

After four days work the research was concluded because we had exhausted

the basic work area and no direct or indirect signs of the cannon had been

found.

Futdre Searches

The area (approximately 150 feet behind present water's edge) to be

covered with concrete matting and riprap will be closed to any type of digging

for years to come. However, the wooded area behind and also North of this

area could be swept with a magnetometer and possibly locate the cannon.

Several factors may prevent finding the cannon with a magnetometer: 1) in

1987 or 1988, two large metal barges were cut-up on this site - metal plates

are scattered on and under the surface of this area; 2) the cannon may be

buried too deeply to be found with this type of equipment; 3) over the last

50 years the cannon may have been swept down river by strong flood currents -

thus, being totally away from the research area.

9
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June 17, 1985

Route - 1, Box 310
Clinton, Ky. 42031

Fran Curci. Commissioner
Denartment of Parks
Frankfort, Ky. 40601

Dear Mr. Curci:

During the spring of 1984 I corresponded with you concerning
The location and recovery of a lost cannon at Columbus State Park.
My work was delayed during the school year as I am a teacher of'
Industrial Arts and Science. Now that our sciiool year is over,
the excavation plan has been completed as required by your letter
of August 7, 1984.

Mr. Richard Gaw, present park manager reviewed and approved
these plans on June 17, 1985 as enclosed herein. It is a
privilege to be associated with Mr. Gaw In this project that will
produce an added attraction to our fine park at Columbus.

Shortly after the survey phase last summer, Dr. Berle Clay,
Kentucky State Archaeologist reviewed the project paperwork anc
suggested that test holes be dug on the excavation site.

Dr. Kit Wesler, Murray State University Archaeologist in
residence at Wickliff Mounds accompanied me to the excavation
site last fall. We dug shallow test holes and discussed excavation
alternatives. Dr. Wesler and I concurred on the enclosed
excavation plan. He has been invited to participate in the
excavation and to help supervise recovery and restoration of
this very important artifact.

With approval of these plans I will seek private and grant
funds for the project. These funds will be used for search,
recovery, and restoration. The restored cannon will be placed
in a prominent location as a permanent part of Columbus State
Park.

Sincerely,

c:-le• E. TRobert.



June 24, 1985

S~ Route 1, Box 310
i Clinton, Ky. 42031

Fran Curci, CommissionerS Department of Parke

Frankfort, Ky. 40601

Dear Mr. Curcd:

The cover letter dated June 17, 1985 on the enclosed packet
was intended to reintroduce the cannon search project with me
present to explain the papers. These plans did not materialize
so this letter is being included to explain each page and give
you a clear idea of how the project developed and why I believe
it to be a very accurate document.

Page I is a position triangulation taken from a 1941 aerial
photo that clearly shows the position of the cannon prior to
caving off at the triangle corner just left of the letter "A"
which is point 7 on pages 3 thru 7.

Page 2 is a position triangulation taken from a 1950 aerial
photo, eight years after the cave-off. Bluff line has receded
to the right. The 1984 bluff line would be about 1/16" to the
right of point "0".

Page 3 is the compass-transit upper survey that was made
last August from point 1 to point 6. Once this was plotted on
paper, the heading and distance to point 7 could easily be deter-
mined.

Page 4 is the compass-transit lower survey that was made
last August. Point "S" was located by sighting down from point
5 on top of the bluff and marking the point. The lower survey
was then conducted from point "S" back to the slope and up to
the vertical part of the bluff directly below point 5.

Page 5 is the bluff profile. When this was drawn to scale
point 6 could then be accurately located followed by point 7
which is the true original location.

Page 6 is also page 1 of the excavation plan.
Page 7 is also page 2 of the excavation plan.
Hopefully your department officials will evaluate the

enclosed papers and advise our incoming commissioner of this
project soon after arrival.

Please advise me concerning your evaluation.

Sincerely,

Charles E. Roberts
Project Initiator
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Miarch 10, 1986

Mr. Charles E. Roberts
Routel, Box 310
Clinton, KY 42031

Dear Mr. Roberts:

This is to notify you that approval has been granted
by-the Kentucky Department of Parksfor you to proceedwith plans to recover the lost cannon at Columbus-Belmont.

It is our understanding that this work will be undertaken
without expense to the Kefitucky Department of Parks and
will be restored and placed as a permanent exhibit in
Columbus-Belmont State Park.

Also it is our understanding that work will be performed
in accordance with plans that were submitted by you dated
June 17, 1985 and wil] be done in cooperation with the
management at Columbus-Belmont.

(7 c ~ ely your

J. R'Wichard Gaw, Manager
Columbus-Belmont State Park

1' ,.) V

4 I II l -11 0h



COMMONWIALD4 Of KfNTUCKY

ACDEPARTMENT OF PARKSMARITHA LAYNE C0CLINS Ft uc

O• OvgAhiR FRANKFORl

At ptis;t 7, i )8,1

Nr. Char I es 1.' Iloe r , 1
Rotite I , Box 310
Clinton, Kentucky 412031

IDear Mr. Roberts:

Tlhis is in respoiise to your recent letter concerning
the excavation, restoration 0 nd reestablishmtent of the old
cannon at Columbus-l1elmont BIttlefield State lPark. I am
very pleased to learn of your interest and that of others
from the local area. The cannon would indeed he an added
attraction to the park.

Please be advised that this correspondence is sufficient
authorization for yoti to proceed with the preliminary
elements of the project.. If all of the excavation site is
on state parks property, no other permit is required. Before
you proceed, however, we will need t*o see a detailed plan
of the project so that there is a clear indication that the
disturbed land will be restored to ils original configuration.
These plans should ho mimit-t•hIti d to i t hroumgh Todd Lanter,
Park Manager.

We sincerely api)rIci ate yotur interest in this project.
Best wishes for a successt'1u1 effort.
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